



Theological reflection on brownfield 
rehabilitation
Paul Ede
The area of Possilpark in Glasgow is marked by the presence of 
large areas of degraded brownfield sites, a legacy of the old Saracen 
Foundry. Polluted, undeveloped land, in fact, is most prevalent in the 
poorer areas of Glasgow and presents one of the most intractable 
problems for the governance and wellbeing of the city. Seen in this 
light, brownfield rehabilitation has become the locus of meaningful 
missional engagement for Clay Community Church (CCC), a new 
charismatic-evangelical church plant in Possilpark. As a church 
committed to a contextual approach to outworking the gospel, seeking 
the transformation of brownfield sites has emerged as a major strand 
of its missional work. As part of an evaluation of the work, an Action 
Plan has been drawn up using Action Research by a working group 
from the church. This pioneering work has now been continuing for 
a number of years. In this article, Paul Ede, a founding leader of the 
Community Church, reflects on the implications of this Action Plan 
and project in the light of Christological, Trinitarian and biblical 
considerations.
Christology
The	Action	Plan	 drawn	 up	 for	 the	 brownfield	 rehabilitation	 project	
expressed	the	desire	‘to	keep	ourselves	in	perspective	regarding	our	
environmental	work’.	This	arose	from	the	realisation	 that	 it	 is	God,	
ultimately,	who	 redeems	 the	 land	 and	 the	 people	 of	 Possil,	 not	 us.	
Retaining	 a	 focus	 on	Christ	 as	 the	 redeemer,	moreover,	was	 put	 in	
place	for	several	practical	 reasons.	First,	 it	prevents	 the	danger	 that	
a	 ‘God-complex’	 should	 develop	 in	 Clay	 Church’s	 perception	 of	
its	mission.1	Focussing	on	Christ	as	redeemer	is	a	key	way	to	make	













research	 participants	 that	CCC’s	 praxis	 of	 brownfield	 rehabilitation	
must	 primarily	 be	 rooted	 in	 the	 salvific	 work	 of	 Christ.2	 Willis	
Jenkins	has	opined	that	Christian	environmental	ethics	has	tended	to	
base	 its	 foundation	 on	 renewed	 forms	of	 creation	 theology	 and	 the	
realignment	 to	a	 theistic	worldview.	He	claims	this	 tends	 to	happen	
to	 the	 exclusion	 of	 soteriology	 and	Christology.	 But,	 Jenkins	 asks,	
‘Why	should	Christian	theologians	talk	about	nature	and	worldviews	
when	Christianity	 centers	 around	 talk	 of	 nature	 and	grace?’3	Faced	
with	 the	choice	between	 the	bio-centrism	of	Deep	Ecology	and	 the	
anthropocentrism	 of	 the	 conservation	 movement,4	 many	 Christian	
environmental	 ethicists	 (including	 Michael	 Northcott)5	 suggest	 a	
shift	to	theo-centrism	as	the	way	to	relativise	the	centrality	of	either	
nature	 or	man	 to	 the	 detriment	 of	 the	 other.	While	 acknowledging	
the	 importance	 of	 the	 shift,	 Jenkins	 critiques	 this	 tendency	 for	 not	




Following	 Loren	 Wilkinson,	 Stephen	 Bouma-Prediger’s	
ecological	 Christology	 suggests	 that	 the	 idea	 of	 Christ	 as	 the	 new	
Adam	 is	 the	most	 helpful	metaphor	 of	 the	 atonement	with	 regards	
to	 environmental	 mission	 because	 it	 ‘does	 the	 most	 justice	 to	 the	
full	New	Testament	 teaching	of	Christ’s	 involvement	 in	 the	cosmos	
both	 as	 Creator	 and	 Redeemer’.8	 In	 light	 of	 CCC’s	 experience	 of	
brownfield	 rehabilitation,	 we	 can	 perhaps	 go	 even	 further	 and	 say	

















as	 the	 one	 who	 brooded	 over	 creation	 (Gen	 1:2)	 and	 descends	 to	





must	therefore	shape	a	missional	Christology.	In	The One, the Three 
and the Many,	Colin	Gunton	puts	forward	the	thesis	that	a	Trinitarian,	
relational	 theory	 of	 creation	 is	 foundational	 to	 reconstructing	 the	
distorted	understanding	of	nature	promulgated	by	modernity.	
In	terms	of	urban	greenspace,	Jane	Jacobs	has	sought	to	counteract	
the	 influence	 of	 both	 Romantic	 sentimentalism	 (through	 the	 urban	




greenspace.	 Studying	 relationships	 between	 periphery	 and	 centre,	
between	desire-lines	and	exits,	between	geology	and	identity,	is	critical	
to	understanding	essence,	form	and	function.	To	this	must	be	added	
an	 understanding	 of	 how	 human	 interactions	with	 one	 another	 and	
with	the	land	shape	a	given	urban	space.	Jacobs’	embracing	of	ordered	
complexity	as	a	mode	of	thinking	that	seeks	to	take	seriously	the	way	






The	 loss	 of	 this	 relatedness	 leads	 to	 the	 modern	 plight	 of	
‘disengagement’11	 and	 of	 ‘instrumentality’	 in	 our	 attitudes	
to	 reality,	 so	 it	was	 in	concern	 for	 the	 relational	 recovery	of	
truth	and	 reality	 that	Gunton	wanted	 to	explore	a	Trinitarian	
understanding	of	creation.12	
What	 Jacobs	 intuited	 about	 greenspace	 design,	 Gunton	 explicates	





individuation,13	 and	 so	 it	was	 concluded	 that	 the	 very	 concept	 of	 a	
transcendent	 God	must	 be	 rejected.14	As	 a	 result,	 it	 was	 suggested	
(schizophrenically)	 that	 human	 freedom	 could	 be	 found	 both	 in	
the	 exaltation	 of	 the	 natural	 world	 to	 the	 space	 of	 transcendence	
(Rousseau)	and	through	man’s	dominance	over	nature	(Kant).15	Taking	
the	 anthropocentric	 logic	 of	 both	 together,	 a	 simultaneous	 severing	
of	 man’s	 relationship	 to	 God	 and	 creation	 is	 observed.	 Modernity	
not	only	alienated	man	 from	nature	 (as	 also	observed	by	Louv	and	
Northcott),	it	also	alienated	man	from	God.	
Gunton’s	 solution	 is	 to	 recover	 a	 more	 accurate	 understanding	
of	God’s	 relationship	 to	 the	created	order	 than	 the	 false	conception	
rejected	by	modernity.	In	so	doing,	he	heals	modernity’s	conceptual	
severance	between	man,	land/nature	and	God.	Gunton	offers	a	third	
way	 beyond	 the	 nature-culture	 dualism	 promulgated	 by	 modern	
thought.	This	 involves	 rediscovering	 the	 true	nature	 and	 activity	of	
the	triune	Godhead	in	what	Gunton	calls	an	‘open	transcendentalism’,	
characterised	 by	 the	 concepts	 of	 perichoresis,	 substantiality	
and	 relationality.16	 Of	 particular	 interest	 is	 Gunton’s	 concept	 of	
substantiality,	by	which	he	asserts	that	our	freedom	can	be	discovered	
as	 the	 Holy	 Spirit	 reveals	 our	 substance	 in	 relationship	 to	 God’s	
purposes	for	creation.	True	freedom	is	not	discovered	in	the	immanent	
order	alone,	but	in	the	convergence	of	immanence	and	transcendence	
amidst	 nature	 as	 the	 Holy	 Spirit	 draws	 humankind	 and	 creation	
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towards	their	eschatological	end.
The	 reality	 that	 the	 Holy	 Spirit	 brings	 the	 transcendent	 into	
our	 immediate	 immanent	 experience	 as	 part	 of	 his	 role	 in	 drawing	
humankind	 and	 creation	 to	 their	 eschatological	 end	 (Ps	 104:30)	 is	
the	 pneumatological	 counterpart	 (in	 terms	 of	 a	 Trinitarian	 creation	
theology)	of	Willis	Jenkins’	Christological	assertion	of	Christ’s	role	
as	 the	mediator	 of	 salvation	 to	 the	 cosmos.17	Tony	Campolo	 offers	
a	 similar	 reading	 of	 John	 3:16.18	 One	 way	 to	 explore	 Trinitarian	
creation	theology	(and	by	implication	‘new	creation’	theology)	from	
a	pneumatological	angle	is	to	ask	the	question,	‘to	what	extent	is	the	






Western	 thought)	 has	 remained	 overly	 syncretised	with	modernity?	
It	 is	 interesting,	 for	 example,	 that	 in	 their	 recent	 global	 review	 of	
progressive	 Pentecostalism	 engaged	 in	 social	 action,	 Miller	 and	
Yamamori’s	 list	of	eight	 types	of	 social	ministries	does	not	 include	
any	mention	of	ecological	mission.19	The	Dictionary of Pentecostal 
and Charismatic Movements	defines	the	charismatic	movement	as:
the	 occurance	 of	 distinctively	 Pentecostal	 blessings	 and	
phenomena,	baptism	in	the	Holy	Spirit	with	the	spiritual	gifts	





Indigenous	 forms	 of	 Spirit-led	 environmental	 mission	 have,	
however,	 emerged	 in	 contexts	 less	 influenced	 by	 the	 modern	
worldview.21	 Inus	Daneel	 describes	 the	work	of	ZIRRCON22	 in	 the	
1980s	in	such	terms.	In	1988	ZIRRCON	set	up	a	network	of	African	
Independent	Churches	to	support	them	as	they	developed	a	response	




















Western	dualism	of	 spiritual	as	opposed	 to	physical	 reality.	African	
holism	 became	 the	 hermeneutic	 for	 theological	 reorientation.’25	
A	similar	holism,	much	closer	 to	home,	can	be	 found	 in	Scotland’s	
pre-modern	heritage	of	Celtic	Christianity,	which	combined	a	strong	
Trinitarian	focus	with	a	rich	theology	of	creation.26
Other	 examples	 of	 the	 praxis	 of	 environmental	 mission	 in	 an	
African	 context	 include	 the	 work	 of	 the	 recently	 deceased	 Nobel	
Peace	 Prize	 winner	 Wangari	 Maathai	 who	 in	 1977	 set	 up	 a	 tree-
planting	 movement	 among	 Kenyan	 women	 called	 the	 Greenbelt	
Movement.	 She	 helped	 transform	 the	 attitudes	 of	Kenyan	 churches	





Christ	was	 crucified	 on	 the	 cross.	 In	 a	 light	 touch,	 I	 always	
say,	somebody	had	to	go	into	the	forest,	cut	a	tree,	and	chop	
it	up	for	Jesus	to	be	crucified.	What	a	great	celebration	of	his	
conquering	 [death]	 it	would	 be	 if	we	were	 to	 plant	 trees	 on	
Easter	Monday	in	thanksgiving.27
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Of	 particular	 interest	 in	 the	 context	 of	 this	 report	 is	 the	 fact	 that	
Maathai’s	 movement	 began	 in	 an	 urban	 context	 with	 the	 planting	















cannot	be	 truly	humanising	without	also	reconnecting	people	 to	 the	
three-in-one	Godhead	who	 is	 the	 relational	 foundation	of	all	being.	




In	 summary,	 we	 can	 see	 how	 the	 praxis	 of	 African	 Christian	





The	 question	 might	 well	 be	 asked,	 however,	 ‘if	 environmental	
mission	is	legitimate	why	don’t	we	see	more	of	it	in	the	Bible?’	What	
follows	is	a	necessarily	short	answer	to	the	question,	rooted	in	biblical	
















if	 my	 people,	 who	 are	 called	 by	 my	 name,	 will	 humble	







successful	 severing	 of	 the	 connection	 between	 God’s	 people	



















to	 the	water	of	 the	well.	This	 is	exactly	 the	same	word	used	of	 the	
land	in	the	Chronicles	passage.	T.	R.	Hobbs	notes	that	the	use	of	salt	












can	 also	 be	 read	 as	 a	 model	 of	 ecological	 renewal	 rooted	 in	 the	
resurrection	of	 the	city	by	means	of	a	renewed	Temple.	The	former	




to,	 and	 for	 what	 purpose?’	Answer:	 it	 flows	 to	 a	 degraded	 habitat	
and	miraculously	restores	life	there.	Like	most	translations,	the	NIV	
translates	Ezekiel	47:8b	as	‘When	it	empties	into	the	Sea,	the	water	








Walter	 Brueggemann	 shows	 that	 this	 vision	 of	 land	 restoration	
is	 a	 demonstration	of	Yahweh’s	 covenant	 commitment	 to	 the	 exilic	
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generation	 to	 bring	 them	 again	 into	 the	 land	 promise	 that	 he	 had	
laid	 down	 in	 the	Torah.34	God’s	 covenant	 purposes	 always	 involve	
the	redemption	of	his	people	as	an	integrated	whole,	along	with	the	
alien,	the	poor	and the land.	This	promise	of	land	restoration	remains	
in	 the	New	Testament	but	 is	extended	 to	all	peoples	and	 the	whole	
of	 creation,	 as	we	 see	 in	Romans	 8:21	 and	Revelation	21.	The	 co-
mingling	of	an	anthropocentric	 interpretation	of	 this	passage	with	a	
broader,	biotic	one	yields	rich	biblical	material	for	a	charismatic	and	






to	 the	 exiled	 Babylonian	 Jews	 before	 their	 return	 to	 Jerusalem,	 so	
too	 the	 stirring	 prophecy	 of	 Isaiah	 61	 was	 later	 used	 by	 Christ	 as	
the	 foundation	 of	 his	 vocation	 (Luke	 4).	Here	 again,	we	 observe	 a	
strong	connection	between	the	work	of	 the	Spirit	(Isa	61:1)	and	the	
healing	of	 the	 land	 (although	 the	 specific	word	 rapha	 is	 not	 used).	
Although	Luke	has	Christ	 read	out	only	 the	first	 two	verses	of	 this	
chapter,	 the	 implication	 is	 that,	 through	 the	 anointing	 of	 the	Spirit,	
Jesus	will	be	 the	one	who	will	 fulfill	and	enable	 the	entire	promise	
of	 the	 following	 verses.	 This	 includes	 verse	 4:	 ‘They	 will	 rebuild	
the	 ancient	 ruins	 and	 restore	 the	 places	 long	 devastated;	 they	 will	
renew	 the	 ruined	 cities	 that	 have	 been	 devastated	 for	 generations.’	





is	 from	 the	Hebrew	 root	 shamem	which	means	 (in	 the	 intransitive,	
as	here)	‘to	be	stunned,	grow	numb,	be	desolated	or	lain	waste’.	This	
recalls	 the	way	 creation	groans	 in	Romans	8:22.	 It	 certainly	 seems	













in	Revelation	 21.	Here,	 the	Tree	 of	Life	 has	 been	 replanted	 by	 the	
New	Gardener	at	the	centre	of	a	resurrected	city	devoid	of	brownfield	
land,	 where	 creation	 and	 human	 culture	 are	 intimately	 intertwined	
and	all	is	reconnected	to	the	pervasive	presence	of	God.	Referring	to	
Ezekiel	47,	Leslie	C.	Allen	writes	‘Barren	land	was	to	be	transformed	
into	 a	 scene	 of	 sustenance	 and	 herbal	 healing,	 a	 perennial	 antidote	
to	pain	and	need.	Rev	22:2,	drawing	on	a	slightly	different	tradition,	
firmly	equates	this	blessing	with	the	tree	of	life.’38	David	Smith	has	





race,	 so	God	will	 send	Jesus’	younger	 siblings,	 in	 the	power	of	 the	
Spirit,	to	rescue	the	whole	created	order,	to	bring	that	justice	and	peace	
for	which	the	whole	creation	yearns.’40
The	 trope	 of	 city-redemption	 is	 certainly	 evident	 in	 Psalm	 87.	
While	 the	 meaning	 of	 this	 Scripture	 is	 ultimately	 difficult	 to	 pin	
down,41	 this	psalm	does	suggest	 that	 in	 the	New	Creation	the	many	
diverse	Gentile	and	Jewish	cities	of	 the	known	world	will	be	found	
finally	and	fully	‘in	Zion’.	This	is	redolent,	in	an	anticipatory	sense,	
of	how	 the	 redeemed	people	of	God	will	find	 themselves	 fully	and	
finally	‘in	Christ’.	The	psalmist	 is	clearly	stating	that	 it	 is	 the	cities 
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